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(54) Spark plug and method of producing same 

(57) A spark plug used in an automotive internal 
combustion engine. The spark plug comprises a center 
electrode. An insulator is disposed around the center 
electrode. A metal main body is disposed around the 
insulator. A ground electrode has a first end section con- 
nected to the metal main body, and a second end sec- 
tion located opposite to the center electrode. Addition- 
ally, a tip is formed of an alloy whose main component 
is Ir. The tip is secured to the ground electrode and serv- 
ing as a spark consumption-resistant electrode material. 
The tip has an axis directed to the center electrode. In 
the spark plug, a molten and solidified section formed 
of alloy is disposed to fix the tip to the ground electrode. 
The molten and solidified section includes a surrounding 
molten and solidified section located surrounding a pe- 
ripheral surface of a major part of the tip embedded in 
the ground electrode. 
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Description 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1 . Field of the Invention 

[0001] This invention relates to improvements in a 
spark plug to be used in an Internal combustion engine, 
and a method of producing the spark plug. 

2. Description of the Prior Art 

[0002] Hitherto, a variety of spark plugs for automo- 
tive internal combustion engines and the like have been 
proposed and put into practical use. Of these spark 
plugs, there is one in which a tip formed of an alloy 
whose main component is a noble metal is welded to an 
electrode so as to form an Ignition section. Additionally, 
various attempts have been made to prevent the tip from 
falling off from the electrode. 

[0003] In this regard, Japanese Patent Provisional 
Publication No. 62-268079 discloses the following tech- 
nique: A ground electrode is formed with an insertion 
hole having such a shape that the tip cannot fall off to- 
ward a spark gap. The tip is inserted into the insertion 
hole in such a manner to form a depression defined by 
the tip and the ground electrode. The depression is filled 
with a lid member formed of the same alloy as that of 
the parent material of the ground electrode, and then 
resistance welding is made on the lid member and the 
ground electrode, thereby fixing the tip to the ground 
electrode. 

[0004] Additionally, Japanese Patent Provisional 
Publication No. 2000-40577 discloses the following 
technique: Resistance welding is made from the side of 
a spark gap to fix the tip to a ground electrode, and then 
laser welding is made from the opposite side of the spark 
gap to fix the tip and the ground electrode. 
[0005] However, in the former conventional tech- 
nique, the tip cannot fall off toward the spark gap; how- 
ever, the tip is merely pressed against the ground elec- 
trode by the lid member and therefore cannot be 
seemed to be firmly fixed to the ground electrode. In or- 
der to securely fix the tip to the ground electrode, a high 
dimensional precision is required for the lid member, the 
insertion hole and the tip, thereby raising machining 
cost. This is undesirable. Additionally, the tip and the 
ground electrode are not in completely tight contact with 
each other, and therefore thermal conduction between 
them is not so good. Particularly, this technique is ac- 
complished by using the tip whose main component is 
Ir, heat of the tip cannot be transmitted to the side of the 
ground electrode, so that the temperature of the tip rises 
thereby particularly increasing the consumption of the 
tip owing to spark discharge. 

[0006] In the latter conventional technique, the tip is 
fixed to the ground electrode only with molten (and so- 
lidified) sections formed by the resistance welding and 



the laser welding. In case that the tip is formed of an 
alloy whose main component is a noble metal (particu- 
larly Ir), such a tip is largely different in melting point 
from a Ni-based alloy which is, in general, used as the 
s patent material of the ground electrode, and therefore it 
is difficult to securely weld the tip and the ground elec- 
trode under the resistance welding. As a result, welding 
of the tip and the ground electrode substantially relies 
only on the laser welding, thereby rendering it difficult to 
10 completely prevent the tip from peeling off and falling off 
from the ground electrode. 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0007] in view of the above, it has been desired to ob- 
tain a spark plug which exhibits a durability over 
1000,000 miles in a high speed and high power output 
automotive engine, and a continuous use durability for 
several thousands hours in a cogeneration system or 
the like. 

[0008] It is an object of the present invention to pro- 
vide an improved spark plug and an improved produc- 
tion method for the spark plug, which effectively over- 
come drawbacks encountered in conventional spark 
plugs and conventional production methods for spark 
plugs. 

[0009] Another object of the present invention is to 
provide an improved spark plug and an improved pro- 
duction method for the spark plug, by which the spark 
plug are highly durable under severe operating condi- 
tions of a high speed and high power output internal 
combustion engine. 

[0010] A further object of the present invention is to 
provide an improved spark plug and an improved pro- 
duction method for the spark plug, by which a tip formed 
of an alloy whose main component is Ir cannot peel off 
and fall off from a ground electrode even though the 
spark plug is used for a long time under severe condi- 
tions. 

[001 1 ] An aspect of the present invention resides in a 
spark plug comprising a center electrode. An insulator 
is disposed around the center electrode. A metal main 
body is disposed around the insulator. A ground elec- 
trode has a first end section connected to the metal main 
body, and a second end section located opposite to the 
center electrode. Additionally, a tip is formed of an alloy 
whose main component is Ir. The tip is secured to the 
ground electrode and serving as a spark consumption- 
resistant electrode material . The tip has an axis directed 
to the center electrode. In the spark plug, a molten and 
solidified section formed of alloy is disposed to fix the 
tip to the ground electrode. The molten and solidified 
section includes a surrounding molten and solidified 
section located surrounding a peripheral surface of a 
major part of the tip embedded in the ground electrode. 
[0012] Another aspect of the present invention re- 
sides in a method of producing a spark plug including a 
center electrode, an insulator disposed around the cent- 
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er electrode, and a metal main body disposed around 
the insulator. The method comprises the steps of: (a) 
preparing a ground electrode having a first end section 
connected to the metal main body, and a second end 
section located opposite to the center electrode, the 5 
ground electrode having a first surface facing the spark 
gap, and a second surface opposite to the first surface, 
the ground electrode having a portion defining an inser- 
tion hole extending from the first surface to the second 
surface, the insertion hole defining portion including an io 
engaging portion; (b) preparing a tip serving as a spark 
consumption-resistant electrode material, the tip includ- 
ing a first section, and a second section smaller in cross- 
sectional area than the first section; (c) inserting the tip 
into the insertion hole in a manner that the first section is 
of the tip is brought into engagement with the engaging 
portion of the ground electrode and thatthe tip is located 
below the second surface of the ground electrode to 
form a depression; (d) inserting a lid member in the de- 
pression; and (e) welding the lid member and the ground 20 
electrode in a manner that whole of lid member melts 
and that a molten material originated from at least the 
lid member fills a clearance formed between the tip and 
a surface of the insertion hole. 

25 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0013] In tho drawings, like reference numerals des- 
ign*^ hko pnrs *nd elements throughout all figures, in 
wheh 30 

Fig 1 is h fratjmentary front elevation partly in sec- 
t on of nn essential part of a spark plug according 
to the present invention: 

Fig 2 is a scrcmat*c enlarged fragmentary section- 35 
h\ view of h center electrode of the spark plug of Fig. 
1 iiiustrat ng h process and mode of fixing a tip to 
tnc center electrode: 

Fig 3A to 3C nro schematic fragmentary sectional 
views i lustr riii ncj a process and mode of fixing a tip 40 
to a ground electrode: 

Figs 4A to 4C are schematic fragmentary sectional 
views illustrating a modified process and mode of 
fixing the top to the ground electrode; 
Figs. 5A to 5F are schematic fragmentary sectional *s 
views iilustra'jng various examples in shape of the 
tip and an insertion hole into which the Lip is insert- 
ed, in the spark plug according to the present inven- 
tion 

Figs. 6A and 6B are schematic enlarged fragmen- 50 
tary sectional views showing examples of a portion 
of the spark plug projected from the ground elec- 
trode of the present invention; and 
Fig. 7 is a schematic fragmentary sectional view 
similar to Fig. 3D but illustrating another modified 55 
mode of fixing the tip to the ground electrode. 



DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

[0014] Referring now to Fig. 1, an embodiment of a 
spark plug according to the present invention is illustrat- 
ed by the reference numeral 100. The spark plug 100 
comprises a metal main body or shell 1 which supports 
or surrounds an insulator 2. The insulator 2 is fitted in- 
side or surrounded by the metal main body 1 and has a 
tip end section 27 which projects from the metal main 
body 1 . A center electrode 3 is disposed inside the in- 
sulator 2 in such a manner that its ignition section or tip 
end section 31 projects from the insulator tip end section 
27. The ignition section 31 is formed at the tip end sec- 
tion of the center electrode 3. A ground electrode 4 has 
an base end section which is connected to the metal 
main body 1 by means of welding or the like. The ground 
electrode 4 is bent generally L-shaped to have an tip 
end section whose side surface is opposite to the Igni- 
tion section 31 of the center electrode. The ground elec- 
trode 4 has the shape of a generally rectangular paral- 
lelopiped in a condition established before it has been 
bent. 

[0015] A tip 5 is fixed to the ground electrode 4 and 
located opposite to the ignition section 31 of the center 
electrode 3 for the purpose of improving a resistance 
(spark-consumption resistance) of the ground electrode 

4 against consumption due to spark. Accordingly, the tip 

5 serves as a spark-consumption resistant electrode 
material which is resistant to consumption due to spark. 
The tip is formed of a material (alloy) whose main com- 
ponent is a noble metal. The main component means a 
component whose content (% by weight) is the largest 
in all components (this is common throughout this spec- 
ification). The tip 5 is fixed in such a manner that its ma- 
jor part is embedded in the ground electrode 4. The tip 
5 projects from the ground electrode 32 to form the ig- 
nition section 32 of the ground electrode 4. Similarly, a 
tip 8 formed of a material (alloy) whose main component 
is a noble metal is fixed to the tip end section of the cent- 
er electrode 3 by means of welding, caulking or the like 
thereby forming the ignition section 31 . A spark gap g is 
formed between the ignition section 31 of the center 
electrode 3 and the ignition section 32 of the ground 
electrode 4. 

[0016] The insulator 2 is formed of a ceramic sintered 
body of alumina : aluminum nitride and/or the like. The 
insulator 2 is formed thereinside with an axially extend- 
ing hole into which the center electrode 3 is to be fitted. 
The metal main body 1 is formed of a metal such as a 
low carbon steel and/or the like and formed cylindrical, 
serving as a housing of the spark plug 100. The metal 
main body 1 is formed at its peripheral surface with 
threads 7 through which the spark plug 100 is installed 
to a cylinder head of an internal combustion engine, 
though not shown. 

[0017] The center electrode 3 and the ground elec- 
trode 4 have respective their man body sections 3a, 4a 
which are formed of heat resistant Ni-based alloy or the 
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like. The Ni-based alloy contains Ni as a main compo- 
nent. The ignition section 31 and the opposite ignition 
section 32 are formed of the alloy whose main compo- 
nent is Pt, Irand/orthe like. Particularly the alloy (Iralloy) 
whose main component is Ir is excellent in spark-con- 5 
sumption resistance and therefore suitably used for the 
spark plug of the present invention. In this alloy, a Ir-Rh 
alloy containing a meaningful amount (for example, 10 
to 30 % by weight) of Rh is excellent both in spark-con- 
sumption resistance and oxidation and vaporizing-con- 
sumption (consumption due to vaporization) resistance. 
Additionally, the alloy whose main component is Ir is 
largely different in melting point from Ni-based alloys 
which are generally used as a parent (major) material 
of electrodes. Accordingly, the alloy whose main com- 
ponent is Ir is very difficult to be welded according to 
welding methods; however, such an alloy is very suita- 
ble for the material of the tips 5, 8. 
[001 8] The tips 5, 8 are formed of an alloy molten ma- 
terial or a sintered material which is obtained by com- 
pacting and sintering alloy powder or a mixture of metal 
single component powders. The alloy molten material is 
formed by mixing and melting alloy components. The 
mixture of metal single component powders are formed 
by mixing a plurality of metal single component powders 
inacertain ratio. In case of forming the tips 5, 8 of molten 
alloy (or the alloy molten material), the tips 5 : 8 are 
formed by causing the alloy molten material to be sub- 
jected to at least one of rolling and forging, drawing, ma- 
chining, cutting and punching, thereby obtaining the tips 
of desired shapes. 

[0019] As shown in Fig. 2, the tip 8 to be fixed to the 
center electrode has a generally cylindrical or column- 
like shape. Specifically, the tip 8 is fabricated, for exam- 
ple, by a method in which molten alloy is formed plate- 
shaped to obtain a plate-shaped material under hot roll- 
ing, and then the plate-shaped material is punched into 
a certain shape under hot punching, or by another meth- 
od in which the molten alloy is formed linear or rod-like 
under hot rolling or hot forging to obtain a linear or rod- 
like material, and then the liner or rod-like material is cut 
to have a certain length thereby obtaining the tip 8. The 
generally column-like tip 8 is put on the tip end face of 
the center electrode 3 which end face has been previ- 
ously flattened, forming a joining plane at which the tip 
end face of the center electrode 3 and the flat end face 
of the tip 8 are in contact with each other. Thereafter, 
laser welding, electron beam welding orthe like is made 
along the outer periphery of the joining plane to form an 
annular molten (and solidified) section W thereby fixing 
the tip 8 to the center electrode 3, thus forming the ig- 
nition section 31 . 

[0020] An example of process and mode of fixing the 
tip 5 to the ground electrode 4 will be discussed with 
reference to Figs. 3 A to 3D which respectively corre- 
spond steps of the process for joining the tip to^ the 
ground electrode. In Fig. 3A, an insertion hole 60 is 
formed to have an axis (not shown) which is generally 



aligned with the axis of the center electrode 3. The in- 
sertion hole 60 includes a large-diameter cylindrical sec- 
tion and a small-diameter cylindrical section which are 
coaxial with each other and connected with each other, 
forming an annular engaging surface (portion) 31 be- 
tween the large-diameter cylindrical section and the 
small-diameter cylindrical section. The large-diameter 
cylindrical section is opened to a back-side surface 21 
(back-side relative to the spark gap g) whereas the 
small-diameter cylindrical hole is opened to a front-side 
surface 22 (front-side relative to the spark gap g) of the 
ground electrode. The ground electrode 4 may be of the 
flat shape or the shape of a rod having a circular cross- 
section. In such a case, the ground electrode is imagi- 
narily divided into two sections (located respectively on 
the back-side and the front-side) along a central plane 
which two sections respectively serve as the back-side 
surface 21 and the front-side surface 22. 
[0021] The tip 5 includes a small-diameter (cylindri- 
cal) section 5a and a large-diameter (cylindrical) section 
5b which are coaxial with each other and integral with 
each other, forming an annular engaging surface 30 
serving as a part of the surface of the large-diameter 
cylindrical section 5b. As shown in Figs. 3A and 3B, the 
tip 5 is inserted into the insertion hole 60 from the back- 
side surface 21 of the ground electrode 4. When the tip 
5 has been inserted into the insertion hole 60 of the 
ground electrode 4, the engaging surface 30 of the tip 
5 is brought into engagement with the engaging surface 
31 of the insertion hole 60 thereby preventing the tip 5 
from movement toward the spark gap g. The tip 5 is fab- 
ricated similarly to the tip 8 on the side of the center elec- 
trode 3 : and therefore is fabricated by a powder metal- 
lurgy method, a method of forming molten alloy into the 
shape of the tip 8 under hot rolling or hot forging, or a 
method of machining a formed body obtained by these 
methods into a desired shape. 

[0022] In a state where the tip 5 has been inserted into 
the insertion hole 60 of the ground electrode 4, the tip 
end portion of the small-diameter cylindrical section 5a 
projects from the front-side surface 22 into the spark gap 
g while a cylindrical depression 25 is formed between 
the back-side surface 21 of the ground electrode 4 and 
an end face 20 (located on the backside relative to the 
spark gap g and therefore referred hereinafter to as "tip 
rear end face") of the tip 5. The cylindrical depression 
25 is defined by a cylindrical inner peripheral surface 
(defining the insertion hole 60) of the ground electrode 
4. The cylindrical depression 25 is filled with a tip (lid 
member) 50 formed of the heat resistant Ni-based alloy 
which is the same as the alloy forming the parent mate- 
rial of the ground electrode 21 . Thereafter, arc welding 
is made from the back-side surface 21 of the ground 
electrode 4 so as to melt the tip 50 and a portion (of the 
ground electrode 4) around the tip 50. The tip 50 may 
be formed of a different material from the parent material 
of the ground electrode 4 as far as the different material 
is near in melting point and linear expansion coefficient 
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to the parent material of the ground electrode 4. Con- 
cerning the shape of the tip 50, it is unnecessary to pre- 
cisely machine the tip 50 in conformity with the shape 
of the depression 25 since the tip 5 is molten under the 
arc welding. As the arc welding, the arc welding of a so- 
called non-deposition type is preferably used, in which 
a tungsten inert gas (TIG) welding method is more pref- 
erably used to accomplish welding upon flowing inert 
gas such as argon gas or the like so as to isolate a weld- 
ing section from air. 

[0023] When the arc welding has been completed, a 
state shown in Fig. 3C is established. In this state, the 
tip 50 and the parent material (the heat resistant Ni- 
based alloy having a relatively low melting point) of the 
ground electrode 4 is molten under the arc welding, so 
that a tip rear end molten (and solidified) section 40 at 
or around the tip rear end face 20 Is formed in tight con- 
tact with the tip 5. This molten section 40 exists between 
and tightly joins the tip 5 and the ground electrode 4. As 
a result, the tip 5 can be prevented from movement to- 
ward the back-side surface 21 of the ground electrode 
4. The molten section 40 is exposed to the ground elec- 
trode back-side surface 21 in such a manner as to be in 
flush with the back-side surface 21. Although a slight 
amount of the components of the tip 5 may be mixed 
into the molten section 40, the molten section 40 is gen- 
erally formed of the mixture of the components of the 
parent material of the ground electrode 4 and the com- 
ponents of the tip 50. 

[0024] In the state shown in Fig. 3B established be- 
fore carrying out the arc welding, a clearance is formed 
between the cylindrical outer peripheral surface of the 
tip 5 and the cylindrical inner peripheral surface 23 of 
the insertion hole 60 in accordance with a dimensional 
difference between the tip 5 and the insertion hole 60. 
When the arc welding is made, a molten metal formed 
of the molten parent material of the ground electrode 4 
and the molten tip 50 flows into the clearance. As a re- 
sult, the clearance is filled with the molten metal, forming 
an annular or surrounding molten (and solidified) sec- 
tion 42 in such a manner as to surround the tip 5. It is 
to be noted that this annular molten section 42 is formed 
integral with the above-mentioned molten section 40. 
This annular molten section 42 prevents the tip 5 from 
movement in a side-direction or direction perpendicular 
to the axial direction of the insertion hole 60. The cylin- 
drical side-surface or outer peripheral surface of the por- 
tion 5* (of the tip 5) projected from the ground electrode 
front-side surface 22 to the spark gap g may be covered 
with the annular molten section 42. 
[0025] The tip 5 has been sufficiently fixed to the 
ground electrode 4 when the state shown Fig. 3C is es- 
tablished. I n order to further securely join the tip 5 to the 
ground electrode 4, a laser molten (and solidified) sec- 
tion 41 in which the components of the tip 5 and the 
ground electrode 4 are mixed is formed by laser welding. 
The tip 5 is formed of the alloy whose main component 
is Ir, and therefore it is preferable to momentarily melt 



the tip 5 and the ground electrode 4 by using welding 
methods for enlarging an energy density such as laser 
welding or electron beam welding in order to cause the 
tip 5 to melt together with the parent material of the 
5 ground electrode 4. 

[0026] When joining of the tip 5 to the ground elec- 
trode 4 has been completed upon making the laser 
welding, a state shown in Fig. 3D is established. In this 
state, the laser molten section 41 formed by the laser 
10 welding is formed throughout both the tip 5 and the 
ground electrode 4. An irradiation of laser (hv) of the 
laser welding may be allowed in any directions as far as 
the laser irradiation is not made through the front-side 
surface 22 of the ground electrode 4. A view in paren- 
ts theses in Fig. 3D shows the tip end section of the ground 
electrode 4 as viewed from a direction perpendicular to 
the front-side surface 22 of the ground electrode 4. As 
shown in Fig. 3D, the lasercan be irradiated in directions 
indicated by arrows. The cylindrical side-surface of the 
20 portion 5' (of the tip 5) projected from the ground elec- 
trode front-side surface 22 to the spark gap g may be 
covered with the laser molten section 41 . 
[0027] As shown in Fig. 7, the cylindrical section 5a 
and the cylindrical section 5b may have the same diam- 
25 eter so as to form a column-like structure. In this case, 
the joining strength is low as compared with a case in 
which the diameter of the cylindrical section 5b is larger 
than that of the cylindrical section 5a; however, the pro- 
duction cost of the tip 5 itself is lowered. Additionally, by 
30 forming the laser molten section 41 similarly to the mode 
shown in Fig. 3D, the joining strength of the tip 5 to the 
ground electrode 4 can be improved. 
[0028] Now, in general, a Ni-based alloy tends to 
readily produced a spark discharge as compared with a 
35 Ir-based alloy. The annular molten section 42 is formed 
of the Ni-based alloy originated from the lid member 50 
and the ground electrode 4, whereas the laser molten 
section 41 is formed of the mixture of the Ir-based alloy 
and the Ni-based alloy. Accordingly, in case that such a 
40 section as the laser molten section 41 is formed at a 
spark gap-side end face 24 of the tip 5, i.e., exposed to 
the front-side surface (spark discharge surface) 22 of 
the ground electrode 4, spark discharge will be concen- 
trated at the section at the spark gap-side end face 24 
45 thereby causing a selective consumption of the section 
to proceed. From this view point, it is not preferable that 
the laser molten section 41 or the previously described 
annular molten section 42 is exposed to the spark dis- 
charge surface 22 of the ground electrode 4. However, 
50 m case that the cylindrical side-surface of the portion 5* 
(of the tip 5) projected from the ground electrode front- 
side surface 22 to the spark gap g is covered with the 
laser molten section 41 or the annular molten section 
42 as shown in Figs. 6A and 6B, a thermal conduction 
55 between the tip 5 and the ground electrode 4 can be 
improved. Therefore, the configurations shown in Figs. 
6A and 6B are rather preferable. 
[0029] While an example of the fixing manner of the 



5 



BNSDOCID: <EP 12441B9A2J_> 



9 



EP 1 244 189 A2 



10 



tip 5 to the ground electrode 4 has been shown and de- 
scribed such that the laser welding is carried out after 
the arc welding with reference to Figs. 3A to 3D, it will 
be understood that the laser welding may be carried out 
before the arc welding. 

[0030] Although the tip 5 has been shown and de- 
scribed as having the small-diameter section 5a and the 
large-diameter 5b, it will be appreciated that the small- 
diameter section and the large-diameter section may be 
replaced respectively with a section having a small 
cross-sectional area and a section having a large cross- 
sectional area in case that the tip does not have a cir- 
cular cross-section, the cross-sectional area being on a 
plane or cross-section perpendicular to the axis of the 
tip 5. 

[0031 ] Figs. 4A to 4C illustrate a modified example of 
process and mode of fixing the tip 5 to the ground elec- 
trode 4, similar to the example of Figs. 3A to 3D. The 
process is the strictly same as that in Figs. 3A to 3D in 
a part made until the tip 5 is inserted into the insertion 
hole 60. Then, after insertion of the tip 5 into the insertion 
hole 60, first laser welding (hv) is carried out from the 
side of the back-side surface 21 of the ground electrode 
4 as shown in Fig. 4A, thereby forming the laser molten 
section 41 throughout the tip 5 and the ground electrode 

4 as shown in Fig. 4B Thereafter, the cylindrical depres- 
sion 25 is filled with the tip 50 in such a manner that the 
tip 50 is in contact with the tip rear end face 20, followed 
by carrying out arc welding. Here, the laser molten sec- 
tion 41 does not completely surround the tip 5, and 
therefore the annular molten section 42 surrounding the 
tip 5 can be formed by carrying out the arc welding. Oth- 
erwise, the laser molten section 41 may be formed in 
such a manner as to completely surround the tip 5. 
[0032] As appreciated from the above, the process of 
fixing the tip 5 to the ground electrode 4 is carried out 
after or before the ground electrode 4 is installed to the 
metal main body 1 of the spark plug 1 00, or after or be- 
fore the ground electrode 4 is bent. Thus, welding of the 
tip 5 may be accomplished in the above any timings be- 
cause welding is not carried out from the side of the 
spark gap g, so that the order of steps in a production 
process for the spark plug 100 cannot be singly deter- 
mined. 

[0033] Figs. 5A to 5F illustrate various examples in 
shape of the tip 5 and the insertion hole 60. In each of 
Figs. 5A to 5F, an upper figure shows a schematic side 
view of the tip 5 while a lower figure shows a schematic 
fragmentary plan view of the ground electrode 4 as 
viewed from the spark gap g. Of the various examples 
of Figs. 5A to 5F, there are ones in which the large-di- 
ameter section and the small-diameter section of the tip 

5 are not clearly separated or defined from each other; 
however, it may be clear that a section (of the tip 5) pro- 
jected from the ground electrode 4 upon insertion of the 
tip 5 into the insertion hole 60 constitutes the small-di- 
ameter section, whereas a section (of the tip 5) embed- 
ded in the ground electrode 4 upon insertion of the tip 5 



into the insertion hole 60 constitutes the large-diameter 
section. Thus, any shapes of the tip 5 and the insertion 
hole 60 used in combination may be employed for the 
spark plug 1 00 according to the present invention as far 
5 as they are arranged such that the tip 5 cannot fall off 
toward the spark gap g. 

[0034] While the invention has been particularly 
shown and described with reference to preferred em- 
bodiments thereof, it will be understood that those 
io skilled in the art that the foregoing and other changes in 
form and details can be made therein without departing 
from the spirit and scope of the invention. 
[0035] Next, configuration and advantageous effects 
of the spark plug according to the present invention will 
15 be discussed. 

[0036] The spark plug according to the present inven- 
tion comprises the center electrode. The insulator Is dis- 
posed around the center electrode. The metal main 
body is disposed around the insulator. The ground elec- 
ta trode has the first end section connected to the metal 
main body, and the second end section located opposite 
to the center electrode. The tip is formed of an alloy 
whose main component is Ir. The tip serves as the spark 
consumption-resistant electrode material. The tip has 
25 the axis directed to the center electrode. In the spark 
plug, the tip includes the first (large-diameter) section 
embedded in the ground electrode, and the second 
(small-diameter) section located nearer to the center 
electrode than the first section along the axis to form the 
30 spark gap between it and center electrode. The first sec- 
tion is larger in cross-sectional area than the second 
section to prevent the tip from movement in the first di- 
rection toward the center electrode. Additionally, in the 
spark plug, the molten and solidified section formed of 
35 alloy is disposed to fix the tip to the ground electrode to 
prevent the tip from movement at least in the second 
direction opposite to the first direction and in the third 
direction perpendicular to the first and second direc- 
tions. 

40 [0037] According to the spark plug of the present in- 
vention, the tip whose main component is Ir is embed- 
ded in the ground electrode. The tip has the small-diam- 
eter (small cross-sectional area) section whose end 
face is exposed from the ground electrode, and the 

45 large-diameter (large cross-sectional area) section 
which is embedded in the ground electrode. The tip can 
be prevented from its movement toward the spark gap 
because the large-diameter section is embedded in the 
ground electrode, while the tip can be prevented from 

so its movement in the opposite direction to that of the 
spark gap and its lateral movement. The molten (and 
solidified) section is in tight contact with the tip to fix the 
tip to the ground electrode, or contains the components 
of the tip and the ground electrode. As a result, heat 

55 received by the tip during operation of the internal com- 
bustion engine can be securely transmitted to the 
ground electrode, thereby preventing the temperature 
of the tip from rising. The tip whose main component is 
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Ir increases in its consumption under spark discharge 
as the temperature of the tip rises, and therefore a con- 
tribution will be made to suppressing the consumption 
of the tip by preventing a temperature rise in the tip. It 
may be assumed that the molten section is formed by 
welding, so that there is the possibility of the tip falling 
off upon making its crack under repetition of applications 
of low and high temperatures during use of the internal 
combustion engine. However, according to the present 
invention, the small-diameter section of the tip is ex- 
posed from the ground electrode to form the spark gap 
while the large-diameter section of the tip is embedded 
in the ground electrode. As a result, the tip can be pre- 
vented from falling off at least toward the spark gap. On 
the assumption that that the tip falls off toward the spark 
gap, the tip will come into contact with the center elec- 
trode to form a short circuit between the ground elec- 
trode and the center electrode, thus preventing spark 
discharge from generation. If no spark discharge is gen- 
erated, normal operation of the internal combustion en- 
gine will be prevented. It will be understood that occur- 
rence of such undesirable situation can be securely pre- 
vented by using the spark plug according to the present 
invention. 

[0038] The spark plug production method according 
to the present invention is for the spark plug including 
the center electrode, the insulator disposed around the 
center electrode, and the metal main body disposed 
around the insulator. The method comprises the steps 
of: (a) preparing the ground electrode having the first 
end section connected to the metal main body, and the 
second end section located opposite to the center elec- 
trode, the ground electrode having the first (front-side) 
surface facing the spark gap, and the second (back- 
side) surface opposite to the first surface, the ground 
electrode having the portion defining the insertion hole 
extending from the first surface to the second surface, 
the insertion hole defining portion including the engag- 
ing portion; (b) preparing the tip serving as the spark 
consumption-resistant electrode material, the tip includ- 
ing a first section, and the second section smaller in 
cross-sectional area than the first section; (c) inserting 
the tip into the insertion hole in a manner that the first 
section of the tip is brought into engagement with the 
engaging portion of the ground electrode and that the 
tip is located below the second surface of the ground 
electrode to form the depression; (d) inserting the lid 
member in the depression; and (e) welding the lid mem- 
ber and the ground electrode in a manner that whole of 
lid membermelts and that the molten material originated 
from at least the lid member fills the clearance formed 
between the tip and the surface of the insertion hole. 
[0039] According to the spark plug production method 
of the present invention the tip formed of the noble met- 
al is inserted into the insertion hole formed in the ground 
electrode thereby fixing the tip in position. The insertion 
hole is formed such that the tip and the center electrode 
are opposite to or face each other thereby to form the 



spark gap. After the tip is inserted from the back-side 
surface (relative to the spark gap) of the ground elec- 
trode into the insertion hole, welding is made on the 
ground electrode and the lid member. By this, the tip can 
5 be prevented from movement toward the opposite side 
with respect to the spark gap. The tip has the large-di- 
ameter section, while the insertion hole is provided with 
the engaging portion with which the large-diameter sec- 
tion is brought into engagement. As a result, the tip is 

10 prevented from falling off toward the spark gap. It is suf- 
ficient that the insertion hole has such a shape that its 
diameter decreases in a direction toward the spark gap. 
The shape of the insertion hole may be a tapered shape 
wherein the diameter continuously decreases, or a step- 

15 like shape wherein the large-diameter and small-diam- 
eter sections are contiguous with each other. It will be 
understood that the tip may be produced to have a 
shape corresponding to the shape of the insertion hole. 
[0040] The molten section for fixing the ground elec- 

20 trode and the tip is preferably formed by arc welding and/ 
or laser welding. It is difficult to momentarily weld mate- 
rials having largely different melting points by using arc 
welding; however, it is possible to first melt the material 
having the low melting point so as to wrap the material 

25 having the high melting point, thereby fixing the both ma- 
terials with each other. By this, the molten section and 
the tip come into tight contact with each other, and there- 
fore heat received by the tip can be securely transmitted 
to the ground electrode, thereby minimizing the temper- 

30 ature difference between the tip and a portion of the 
ground electrode around the tip. The tip increases in its 
consumption under spark discharge as the temperature 
of the tip rises, and therefore a contribution will be made 
to suppressing the consumption of the tip by preventing 

35 a temperature rise in the tip. 

[0041] In the present invention, the material having 
the low melting point corresponds, for example, to the 
heat resistant Ni-based alloy which is extensively and 
commonly use. The material having the high melting 

40 point corresponds to the Ir alloy of the tip. If arc dis- 
charge is continued until the tip melts, the shape of the 
ground electrode cannot be maintained. Accordingly, it 
is preferable that the arc welding is stopped at a suitable 
timing at which the tip has not yet been molten. Other- 

^5 wise, laser welding makes it possible to melt and join 
the materials having different melting points for a very 
short welding time by controlling the pulse and energy 
density of laser. Thus, by using the above welding meth- 
ods, the above-mentioned molten section can be 

so formed to prevent the tip from falling off toward the op- 
posite side with respect to the spark gap. 
[0042] Additionally, the tip has the end face (tip rear 
end face) opposite to the end face facing the spark gap. 
The tip rear end face is located nearer to the front-side 

55 surface (facing the spark gap) of the ground electrode 
than the back-side surface of the ground electrode, and 
is covered with the molten section, thereby fixing the tip 
to the ground electrode. 
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[0043] In general, the Ir alloy is expensive, and there- 
fore it is preferable that the part of the tip embedded in 
the ground electrode is formed as small as possible. By 
locating the tip rear end face nearer to the front-side sur- 
face (facing the spark gap) of the ground electrode than 5 
the back-side surface of the ground electrode, the de- 
pression is formed by the tip rear end face and the inner 
peripheral surface of the insertion hole. A meaningful 
amount (volume) of the lid member formed of the mate- 
rial which is the same or generally the same as the par- 
ent material of the ground electrode is put in the depres- 
sion, followed by welding the lid member to the ground 
electrode, for example, by using arc welding. In case 
that the lid member is formed of the same material as 
the parent material of the ground electrode, thermal 
stress is hardly generated at the molten section even 
under heat cycle, thereby securely fixing the tip to the 
ground electrode. By employing the arc welding, the 
member to be welded into the depression is molten by 
arc so as to join the tip to the ground electrode without 
leaving its original shape, and therefore no attention is 
necessary to be paid on the shape of the tip as com- 
pared with a case where joining between the tip and the 
ground electrode is made by using resistance welding. 
In other words, machining cost of the constituting mem- 
bers of the spark plug can be reduced. Extremely speak- 
ing, a molded body which is formed by collecting and 
suitably molding chips produced during formation of the 
insertion hole may be used as the tip. 
[0044] In addition to the molten section (located at the 
tip rear end face), a surrounding molten (and solidified) 
section is preferably formed in a manner to surround the 
peripheral surface of the tip at a part embedded in the 
ground electrode. By this, heat of the tip can be more 
effectively transmitted to the ground electrode. For ex- 
ample, it is easy to form a clearance of about 0.1 mm 
between the outer periphery of the tip and the inner pe- 
riphery of the insertion hole; however, the clearance has 
yet existed between the tip and the surface of the inser- 
tion hole owing to the difference in dimension between 
the tip and the insertion hole. This clearance is filled with 
the above surrounding molten section, so that thermal 
conduction and joining strength between the tip and the 
ground electrode are further improved. In this case, it is 
unnecessary that the peripheral surface of the tip and 
the peripheral surface of the insertion hole are in pre- 
cisely tight contact with each other, and therefore an ex- 
tremely high dimensional precision is not required to 
produce the tip and to form the insertion hole, thereby 
lowering machining cost for production of the spark plug. 
[0045] It is preferable that welding of the tip and the 
ground electrode is carried out by using two kinds of 
welding methods, in which arc welding and laser weld- 
ing are used in combination. By carrying out the laser 
welding, both the tip and the ground electrode can be 
momentarily molten to form the molten section in which 
the components of them are mixed with each other. By 
carrying out the arc welding, it is difficult to form the mol- 



ten section in which the components are mixed; howev- 
er, it is possible to selectively melt only a material part 
having a lower melting point throughout a wide region, 
thereby to form the molten section in a manner to wrap 
the tip. It will be understood that the molten section 
formed under the above different methods totally func- 
tions to further rigidly fix the tip to the ground electrode. 
[0046] Further, it is preferable that the tip is fixed to 
the ground electrode in such a manner that the end face 
of the small-diameter section of the tip projects toward 
the spark gap in order to securely produce spark be- 
tween the center electrode and the oppositely located 
tip. However, the ground electrode tends to become 
very high in temperature as compared with the center 
electrode. In case that the tip projects from the ground 
electrode, heat received by the tip becomes much while 
heat radiation from the ground electrode become small, 
so that the ground electrode tends to further become 
high in temperature. Particularly in case that the tip is 
formed of a material whose main component is Ir, con- 
sumption of the tip under spark discharge increases as 
the temperature of the tip rises, and therefore a contri- 
bution will be made to suppressing the consumption of 
the tip by preventing a temperature rise in the tip. Ac- 
cording to the present invention, the side peripheral sur- 
face of the projected portion of the small-diameter sec- 
tion of the tip projected toward the spark gap may be 
covered with the molten section, which will prevent the 
tip (tends to become high in temperature) from receiving 
heat and promote heat radiation from the side peripheral 
surface of the projected portion. 



Claims 

1. A spark plug (100) comprising: 
a center electrode (3); 

an insulator disposed around said center elec- 
trode; 

an metal main body (1) disposed around said 
insulator; 

a ground electrode (4) having a first end section 
connected to said metal main body, and a sec- 
ond end section located opposite to said center 
electrode; and 

a tip (5) formed of an alloy whose main compo- 
nent is Ir, said tip being secured to said ground 
electrode and serving as a spark consumption- 
resistant electrode material, said tip having an 
axis directed to said center electrode, 

wherein a molten and solidified section (40, 
41 , 42) formed of alloy is disposed to fix said tip to 
said ground electrode, said molten and solidified 
section including a surrounding molten and solidi- 
fied section (42) located surrounding a peripheral 
surface of a major part of said tip embedded in said 
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ground electrode. 

A spark plug as claimed in Claim 1 , wherein said 
molten and solidified section is formed by at least 
one of arc welding and laser welding. 5 

A spark plug as claimed in Claim 1 , wherein said 
ground electrode (4) has a first surface (22) facing 
the spark gap, and a second surface (21) opposite 
to the first surface, wherein said tip (5) has a rear 10 
end face (20) which is opposite to a spark gap-side 
end face (24) facing the spark gap, the rear end face 
being located nearer to the first surface of said 
ground electrode than the second surface of said 
ground electrode, wherein said molten and solidi- is 
tied section includes a tip rear end molten and so- 
lidified section (40) which covers the rear end face 
of said tip and Is exposed to the second surface of 
said ground electrode. 

20 

A spark plug as claimed in Claim 1 , wherein said 
molten and solidified section (41 ) is formed by car- 
rying out laser welding throughout said ground elec- 
trode and said tip. 

25 

A spark plug as claimed in Claim 3, wherein said tip 
(5) includes a projected section (5') integral with the 
second section and having an end face projected 
from the first surface of said ground electrode to the 
spark gap, said projected section having a periph- 30 
eral surface which is covered with said molten and 
solidified section. 

A spark plug as claimed in Claim 1 , wherein said tip 
(5) includes a first section (5b) embedded in said 35 
ground electrode, and a second section (5a) locat- 
ed nearer to said center electrode than the first sec- 
tion along the axis to form a spark gap between it 
and said center electrode, wherein the first section 
of said tip is larger in cross-sectional area than the 40 
second section to prevent said tip from movement 
in a direction toward said center electrode. 

A method of producing a spark plug (100) including 
a center electrode (3), an insulator (2) disposed *s 
around the center electrode, and a metal main body 
(1) disposed around the insulator, the method com- 
prising the steps of: 

preparing a ground electrode (4) having a first so 
end section connected to the metal main body, 
and a second end section located opposite to 
the center electrode, the ground electrode hav- 
ing a first surface (22) facing the spark gap, and 
a second surface (21) opposite to the first sur- 55 
face, the ground electrode having a portion de- 
fining an insertion hole (60) extending from the 
first surface to the second surface, the insertion 



hole defining portion including an engaging por- 
tion; 

preparing a tip (5) serving as a spark consump- 
tion-resistant electrode material, the tip includ- 
ing a first section (5b), and a second section 
(5a) smaller in cross-sectional area than the 
first section; 

inserting the tip into the insertion hole in a man- 
ner that the first section of the tip is brought into 
engagement with the engaging portion of the 
ground electrode and that the tip is located be- 
low the second surface of the ground electrode 
to form a depression (25); 
inserting a lid member (50) in the depression; 
and 

welding the lid member and the ground elec- 
trode in a manner that whole of the lid member 
melts and that a molten material originated from 
at least the lid member fills a clearance formed 
between the tip and a surface of the insertion 
hole. 
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ing as a spark consumption-resistant electrode material. 
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of alloy is disposed to fix the tip to the ground electrode. 
The molten and solidified section includes a surrounding 
molten and solidified section located surrounding a pe- 
ripheral surface of a major part of the tip embedded in 
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